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Field Crops Newsletter:

April 16, 2001

In General:
I don’t believe that any of us really expected this dramatic kind of weather change, but after the nine-inch rain we got at
Kosciusko I decided that the weather pattern had really done an about-face. Thankfully, many of you did not have to endure this
deluge, but everyone from Lexington to Philadelphia knows what I’m talking about.
Some of our best bottomland fields sustained serious damage from sand deposition, but because of the reduction in tillage
most of you have made there was relatively little severe topsoil loss. Sand removal will be almost as big a problem as erosion might
have been, but at least you are not filling as many holes as you would have a few years ago. Protection of topsoil in flood events like
this is justification enough by itself for reduced tillage even if all the other benefits were not there.
Cotton:

Talk about confusion, this year is presenting yet another kind of situation we have not seen. Just think about it; if someone
had told you in 1995 that in 2001 we would plant one of the largest cotton crops in history in the face of extremely low prices you
would have laughed. But here we are with just that scenario, and nobody is laughing.
It’s pretty obvious that the crop insurance situation has largely influenced current conditions, combined with low prices for
alternative crops. The real irony is that some of our most productive land is ineligible for insurance because of the way the land is
classified. And there are loopholes in the regulations that an elephant could walk through. Those formulating the regulations will tell
you they are trying to make changes that will correct the problems. The big question is whether those on the wrong side of the rules
can survive until the changes are made. I know that these problems are very real to many of you right now, but with the calendar
moving rapidly toward May we must go ahead with plans for the new crop. Our only hope is to make a low cost crop and hope for
some relief in price.
Burndown applications have worked reasonably well in most fields, although herbicides seem to be working slower than
usual, likely because of the cooler weather we had for several days after much of it was applied. Quite a few combinations have been
used for burndown, but with cost saving in mind I believe that in most cases glyphosate alone has done an adequate job, especially in
light of the fact that many of your fields will receive more Roundup as a postemergence application. I’m not very concerned about
these fields, but those where non-RR varieties will be planted need to be as clean as possible when the seed go in the ground. A
follow-up application may be required for weeds like johnsongrass, bermudagrass, cutleaf primrose, and Carolina geranium, which
will compete with the crop during the hot weather to come. Walk your fields and make sure you have perennials under control before
you plant. Hooded sprayers will take care of most of these, but when these weeds are on top of rows they will be with you all
summer.
Quite a few of you are changing your methods for managing fertility. Banding fertilizer is a good way to provide nutrients
without waste, but try not to reduce rates over about 30 percent compared with broadcast rates. Some are considering ammonium
nitrate, as a result of information coming out of research, but most will continue applying nitrogen as in the past. You may want to
consider placing more emphasis on the sidedress application as a way of stretching the nitrogen you apply, especially on sandy soils. I
think we all feel that our N rates have been too high in the past, and now we have a very strong reason to lower rates to around 80
pounds total per acre in most fields. This will not only save you money on the fertilizer, but it should also reduce insect control and
defoliation costs.
Reducing the amount of phosphate you apply may be a way to save some dollars, especially in reduced and no-till fields.
This element is more available in undisturbed soils than it is in freshly tilled soil, and a lower rate will likely give you good results.
The one thing you don’t want to reduce is potash; in fact you may actually want to increase K a little since research in reduced tillage
has shown good yield response to this element in undisturbed soils. Research at MSU and the University of Tennessee has shown this
interesting response to potash, and there is also good evidence that foliar potash after bloom will give a justifiable yield increase, even
where soil K is adequate. You may want to try a few acres of this on your farm to test this for yourself.
Along with reducing N, we need to make sure there is plenty of sulfur. Sulfur is the “fourth major nutrient”, and it promotes
good utilization of nitrogen. Some of you have already reached this conclusion, seeing good response to applications of ammonium
sulfate and foliar materials containing sulfur, zinc, boron, and other micronutrients.

I’m not leaving out lime; we all know it is essential for making everything else work right. If there was a good way to band
lime on the row I would be telling you to do it, but we don’t have this. I know that a lot of you just can’t see how to fit the expense of
lime into your program this year, but to leave it out when your soil is acid is about like going turkey hunting with a BB gun; it feels
right but you’re wasting your time. You may have to reduce the rate if your tests call for 2 or 3 tons per acre, but don’t skip it.
We have been wet, and as I am writing it’s raining again. The result will be delayed planting for most of you. This should
mean that the soil will be warmer when you get started. A lower cost fungicide may be OK under those conditions. Choose a hopper
box or batch treatment product that contains something other than the fungicide already on your seed if you can. This will broaden the
spectrum of disease control. Plant when the soil is 75 degrees or higher at 8AM. Watch the weather, and don’t plant when there is a
likelihood of cool damp weather for 5 to 7 days. You may lose a few days of planting, but you may avoid a replant. Another benefit
of planting a little later is that you can more safely reduce seeding rates and shoot for the stands that are more apt to set early fruit.
Some research indicates that reduced tillage also reduces the effect of nematodes, but this is no reason to leave off Temik in
fields where nematode numbers are high. Where populations are high you may want to include an early application of Vydate, or
even a sidedress application of Temik. Many of our yield problems are related to nematodes, and we can’t afford to turn our backs on
them. Ideally, high population fields should be rotated to corn or milo for at least one year.
When plants emerge in warm soil they are less likely to be damaged by insects like cutworm, thrips, and aphids, but don’t
take any chances. In reduced tillage, your best insurance is a low rate of pyrethroid behind the planter. Then carefully scout for any
problems that may come up, and treat quickly to head off any damage to young plants. You can take the conservative approach later,
but not during this critical time.
There are two ways to reduce cost. One is to spend less money, and the other is to produce higher yield. Your success lies in
using both. Some may say this is impossible, and in many aspects it is difficult. The two can work together in many cases. By the
time this year is over you will be able to say “I’ve done so much with so little for so long that now I can do anything with nothing.”
Using bad English, you can’t do it with nothing, but you have to do it with less.
Corn:

Much of the corn was planted later than our recommended date, but I still feel good about it. My biggest worry is the threat
of Southwestern corn borer, but this pest should not be serious except in fields that were in corn last year. Where this is the case you
may need to treat the first generation to hold down the population. Trapping is probably the best way to detect moth flights.
We are going into the crop with good soil moisture, so we stand a good chance of making a great crop. Don’t trim fertilizer
rates very much if at all in corn, because this crop will use all you give it if there is enough water.
Quite a few are using Roundup Ready varieties this year, but don’t skip the atrazine. Without this old standby morning
glories will take your fields. A good approach will be to use atrazine as a “layby” treatment to head off this potential catastrophe.
Soybeans:
Dr. Blaine is really making a push for earliness this year because the Group 4 varieties did so well in 2000. With the rain
continuing to fall however, we may have to go to Group 5’s, especially in low-lying fields. Please try to avoid going any later than a
Group 5 if at all possible.
The SMART program has taught us that good insect control is essential for good yields. Scouting for three-cornered alfalfa
leafhoppers, stink bugs, leaf beetles, and worms is very important. The two-ounce application of Dimilin at the pod-setting stage has
been shown to head off much of the worm problem, but applications of other materials may be needed for other pests. Applications
must be tied to yield potential; if you have good conditions for growth, then control of pests can be justified.
In Summary:
We’re planting this one on faith and guts. Or maybe we are just nuts. Which ever it is, we are starting a new crop, and we
have to make the best of it. There is a lot of talk about changes to the farm bill. The big mess with China could develop into a real
problem for export business, but I would rather eat beans three times a day than to sell out our country.
We all know that agriculture can survive given half a chance, but I think we are all anxious to see some improvements. Let’s
not forget who is really running this show, as long as we don’t let Him down we will be OK.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

